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WALTER WHITE AND THANOS: STRANGE BEDFELLOWS –
A BREAKING BAD AND AVENGERS: INFINITY WAR ANALYSIS
OF ANTIHEROES
Adam Belinson

Each person has their own mental image or model for what aspects make up
a "good guy" or hero, and, alternatively, what makes someone "bad" or the
villain of a story through the absence or inverse of the qualities that their
concept of a hero has. Outside of storytelling, most audience members and
story writers know that things aren't so black and white in the real world.
There are exceptions, such as Adolf Hitler, but still, the point is that seldom
does a person make history that essentially every person will unanimously
agree is an outright "villain." Alternatively, it hasn't been as standard for
books, television shows, plays, movies, video games, etc., to take the time to
go in-depth, challenging the often thought of mental models of what truly
makes someone a hero or a villain.
However, there has been more of a conscious effort to flesh out heroes and
villains in more modern times and challenge the conventional models of the
archetypes by blurring the line between the two and making the audience
question who the hero or villain of a story truly is. That's where the idea of
the antihero archetype comes into the picture. An antihero is a protagonist or
just a character who has both the qualities of a hero and a villain. By blurring
the lines between the attributes of what typically makes a hero and a villain
who they are, you get a character who is more complicated to define, as they
can't be praised as a heroic good guy due to having more qualities in line with
a villainous character, but also due to their complexities are harder to
denounce as an outright evil villain. While there can be many different
definitions of what constitutes an "antihero," the main point is that traditional
heroes do not have moral flaws. Antiheroes do. Due to this blurring of what
qualities are typically seen in heroes vs. villains, an antihero can get away with
darker, more morally gray actions without outright being condemned as a
villain. Sure, a decent chunk of the audience may very well resort to defining
an antihero in more black and white terms to conform to the often thought
of mental concepts of a hero or villain mentioned earlier.
However, even more of the audience actively debate within
themselves and with others if the character in question was more of a good or
bad guy. How is an antihero able to stimulate such a debate? How do creators
of said characters blur the line between heroes and villains to get a large
portion of their audience to sympathize, empathize, or even possibly like
characters who, by conventional standards, would be seen as bad people, if
not outright villains? This paper aims to answer those questions by using well-
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known examples from Vince Gilligan's 2008 television series titled Breaking
Bad and the 2018 Marvel Studios film by Anthony Russo and Joe Russo,
Avengers: Infinity War. Even though the characters this paper will be discussing
do morally questionable things that, at face value, align them more on the
villain spectrum, there are many out there who don't think it's right to
categorize them as such. By most accounts, this isn't necessarily because
people agree with their actions or think they're especially great people.
Instead, it's more so a testament to how Gilligan and the Russo brothers
expertly crafted their respective characters to make a good number of the
audience sympathize and empathize with such messed up characters even
though said characters doing things most would agree are morally wrong.
Starting with Vince Gilligan's Breaking Bad, the audience follows the
story of a man named Walter White. The show's general, condensed premise
is that after being diagnosed with terminal lung cancer, Walter begins to start
secretly cooking and selling crystal methamphetamine using his chemistry
expertise to help provide for his lower-middle-class family before his passing.
One of the questions the show asks its viewers is if all the illegal and morally
questionable things Walter is doing are worth it for, presumably, his family in
the end? Can we, the viewers, look past Walter's illegal and immoral behavior
due to us understanding where Walter is coming from? Does our sympathy
and empathy towards his situation blind us to the fact that our protagonist is
increasingly becoming the villain of the story as the series progresses? These
questions are harder to answer for a decent amount of viewers because
Gilligan gives Walter a backstory that millions of viewers can identify and
relate with.
"Walt's troubles are the troubles of an ordinary person of today, and
we sympathize with his situation. His work leaves him uninspired and
even somewhat depressed; he has family members who don't
understand him and even belittle him; even his car breaks down at
the worst possible moment! Diagnosed with cancer, he faces the
prospect of insurmountable financial debt, which only adds to his
economic misery... This last fact about Walt's situation becomes
crucial not only to understanding the popularity of the series… …but
also the greater message behind Breaking Bad and the choices of
Walter White, a thoroughly modern and thoroughly average man"
(Koepsell and Arp 145).
A core aspect of blurring the line that creating an antihero requires is
creating a believable, human problem that acts as the catalyst to set them
down a more morally gray path. In this case, if Walter didn't have a backstory
that millions could relate to, Walter would just come across as a greedy,
monstrous villain. Granted, to some, he already does. For example, in a
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horror or science fiction movie, the "big bad" isn't humanized or meant to be
sympathized with at all. This isn't to say that this is bad, as fleshing out the
antagonist wasn't the point of the movie; if anything, the antagonist in those
types of movies is deliberately dehumanized, so the viewer and the characters
within the film don't feel morally ambiguous about rooting for the
antagonist's downfall. In general, that's why plenty of villains aren't too
fleshed out: it would ultimately distract from the point of most villains, which
is to act as a means for the protagonist to grow by overcoming them. That's
one of the core reasons antiheroes such as Walter White can get millions of
viewers to understand and possibly side with him to an extent is because he
isn't dehumanized. Walter is portrayed as a general human being living a
monotonous, everyday life, making him instantly more relatable than most
villains ever will be. In essence, an antihero like Walter White isn't a black and
white villain; instead, he's a gray, complex character whose actions cause an
internal conflict within the viewers for what is acceptable or not.
The reason it's important to establish a sympathetic backstory for an
antihero is not just so the audience can relate and flesh out the character but
also for manipulating and upending the viewers' moral expectations and usual
story framework. To specify what that means, recall earlier when this paper
made the point on how everyone has their mental concept of what a hero and
a villain act like. Taking that idea further, everyone has their moral
expectation and belief for how a hero and a villain should be treated by a
story's end. For instance, most expect that noble heroes should be rewarded,
and immoral villains should ultimately be punished. After all, there's a reason
why a villain's downfall in media is so satisfying because their evil plan blows
up in their face, and we, the viewer, don't see the villain triumph. Essentially,
a character acting a certain way will lead the viewer to have a mental
expectation and a framework for the story in terms of how that character
should ultimately be treated by the end. Therefore, a show like Breaking Bad
has so many people conflicted on whether Walter should get away with all he
is because we are exposed to two different characters. We see Walter White
and his doppelgänger, Heisenberg. However, unlike other stories, we don't
immediately start the show seeing Heisenberg (the villainous side). From the
outset, we are exposed to Walter's good, more humane, and sympathetic side,
which is the root of the conflict.
"Walter White is an antihero is beyond doubt. He remains the
protagonist of Breaking Bad throughout the show, but his qualities
are decidedly non-heroic. Walt's choices may not be our choices, but
the factors that drive him to cross one moral line after another are
events we understand all too well: crappy job, mounting medical bills,
credit card debt, and a midlife crisis sparked by asking himself the
question "Just what have I accomplished with my life?" and not liking
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the answer. When the viewer joins them, Tony Soprano is already a
mobster and Dexter Morgan is already a sociopath, but Walter White
is simply an Everyman and turns into a monster before our very
eyes" (Guffey and Koontz 55).
Some viewers probably would like to think that, at his core, Walter
isn't a villain due to what we saw of Walter's character at the very beginning
of the series. "It's just Heisenberg," one could think. After all, providing for
his family and breaking out of a life of unfulfilling monotony before he dies is
a relatable cause. However, as the show goes on and Walter continually does
things that are increasingly villainous and despicable, the viewer is forced to
come to the same realization that those closest to Walter in the show do:
whatever Walter has turned into, Heisenberg, that's authentically him now.
The motivations we saw and were told throughout the show were farces, in
the end. Walter constantly tells people, namely his wife, Skyler, that he is
doing what he is for his family. Some characters try to call his bluff, but
Walter is unyielding in that reason being his motivation, presumably.
However, in the very last episode of Breaking Bad, titled "Felina," Walter is
finally honest with Skyler and, by extension, the audience, and says, "I did it
for me. I liked it. I was good at it. And I was really… I was alive" (33:26).
Walter has metamorphosized into what viewers would typically classify as a
villain, even admitting that he felt alive while doing everything he did,
solidifying he has no regrets for his decisions and isn't attempting to justify
his actions. However, what complicates an outright condemnation of Walter
for many is that we saw this transformation happen throughout the series,
and we know where his character started. Should Walter receive
comeuppance, or should he succeed in the end?
Viewers saw the genesis of Heisenberg and initially had an
expectation and mental framework for where they wanted Walter to end up.
Walter was originally a down-on-his-luck, relatable everyman, but as the series
went on, he became more power-hungry and corrupted to the point where
viewers start to question whether they need to readjust their mental schema
of the plot and their expectations for how Walter should be treated. What
happens to an audience's mental framework and expectations when instead of
following an antihero who they've known since the beginning of the story to
one we don't?
The Marvel Cinematic Universe, referred to as the "MCU" for short,
which this paper will also do, has had a significant presence in not only film
and pop culture in the past decade but has gone on to have an outsized
influence and shape media and entertainment as well. Due to the success of
the MCU, superheroes have gone mainstream more than they ever had before
and have made several once niche characters into generation-defining icons.
For instance, while comic book fans may have been acutely familiar with who
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Iron Man was back before the MCU, you wouldn't catch virtually anyone
recognizing him to the same extent as one knows Batman or Spider-Man.
However, due to the MCU, Iron Man and many more like him have become
extremely marketable, recognizable characters. On top of that, the success of
the MCU has led many other movie studios scrambling to capitalize on their
intellectual properties and make their own cinematic universe on the big
screen (to, let's say, "mixed" results by many). Despite some studios' best
efforts, it is looking increasingly unlikely that anyone can top or even rival the
MCU at this point; it has firmly established its foundation and has found a
formula that will effectively print money for Marvel and its owner, Disney, far
into the foreseeable future. However, while contributing to the MCU's
success, said formula is also the subject of many critics.
To appeal to the vast general public, more often than not, you have
to create something that is not only easy to digest but also family-friendly (to
an extent, for maximum reach) as well as predictable, so the masses know
what they're mainly getting into each time they go and consume the product.
One could argue the MCU isn't too dissimilar to McDonald's, in that sense.
Like the MCU, many would say McDonald's doesn't promise an "out-of-thisworld" experience that will change your life, but it does, however, virtually
always promise consistency. The MCU may not rival universally considered
great works such as Citizen Kane, Gone with the Wind, or The Godfather on an
intellectual or "artistic" level, but the MCU, many would argue, isn't trying to
be like those films and is clear about what it offers its audience; like
McDonald's, people keep on returning to consume the next offering simply
due to it making them feel good and comfortable. Said formula, of course,
means, typically, that characters will start to feel repetitive after a while, a
criticism that extends to both the heroes and villains alike. As such, the
aforementioned common mental framework and expectations for how heroes
and villains should act usually is accurate to how the MCU's films play out.
Sure, some deviations to that framework exist, but by in large, the MCU
doesn't strive to challenge stereotypical character conventions with its films,
especially within its villains. However, one of the exceptions to that rule
would have to be Thanos from Avengers: Infinity War as well as its immediate
sequel Avengers: Endgame (though since most of Thanos' character that is
relevant to this paper is found in the former, the latter film will only be briefly
touched upon since in Avengers: Endgame the Thanos we see for most of the
film isn't the same character we saw in Avengers: Infinity War).
In both the comic books from where Thanos originates and the two
films he stars in, his ultimate goal is to collect all six magical objects called the
"Infinity Stones." Each stone controls an essential aspect of existence: the
Space Stone, the Reality Stone, the Power Stone, the Mind Stone, the Time
Stone, and the Soul Stone. If a being of immense power, such as Thanos, can
successfully don the stones without collapsing under their combined strength,
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any desire they have will be fulfilled. Thanos' ultimate desire was to eliminate
half of all life within the universe. In the comics, Thanos' motivation for
doing this was to captivate and impress Death, who had a physical, feminine
incarnation in Marvel comics. While doing something to impress a love
interest is a relatable place to come from, trying to kill half of all life in the
universe is one of the most unrelatable and unsympathetic things a character
could try and accomplish. Once the MCU started to get its foothold within
pop culture and teased Thanos as an eventual threat back in a brief, postcredits scene in 2012's The Avengers, it seemed they weren't planning on
deviating from what was Thanos' motivation established in the comics (subtly
alluding to Death herself which causes Thanos to smile ominously). As
Marvel kept teasing the arrival of Thanos yet again through a post-credits
scene, this time found in 2015's Avengers: Age of Ultron and even a full-blown
scene in 2014's Guardians of the Galaxy, Thanos continually came across as
another mustache-twirling villain in an already extensive line of stereotypical
villains within the MCU. However, millions of audience members from
around the world were shocked when they saw Avengers: Infinity War for the
first time because, despite what Marvel had been building up him to be,
Thanos came across as a multi-dimensional, layered character; vastly different
from the usual brand of villains the MCU and its fans had grown accustomed
to. Rather than pining after Death, Thanos' reasoning for wanting to wipe out
half of all life is due to overpopulation across the universe, draining it of its
resources. Anthony Russo and Joe Russo deliberately changing an already
well-established character with a well-established motivation is eyebrowraising. In fact, the movie is essentially shot from Thanos' point of view, and
the character takes up just over thirty minutes of screentime, which might not
sound like much until you realize out of the film's massive cast of characters,
Thanos has the most screentime out of any of them. When asked about the
film being shot from Thanos' perspective, Joe Russo responded by saying,
"We thought it was fascinating to tell a story from the point of a view
of a villain. So when you watch the film, you'll see the film is told
from Thanos' perspective. That offers a unique insight into our
heroes, but it also offers a unique insight into villains and how they
think" (Russo).
Anthony Russo goes on to say that Thanos was an organic choice to
lead the film because the movie was dealing with "…several different groups
of characters, some of which have no knowledge of the existence of the
other." Going on to say that Thanos was the central unifier of the film,
bringing all of the characters together. While what Anthony said may be true
to a certain extent, it also seems clear to many viewers that the Russo brothers
went beyond simply taking a villain and centering the film around them. No,
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what the two brothers did was not only turn Thanos into what is essentially
the protagonist of Avengers: Infinity War, but they also somehow took a
character with one of the least relatable goals in fiction and turned him into a
sympathetic, antihero to many.
A couple of paragraphs ago, this paper described Walter White as
having one of the most relatable and sympathetic backstories that any
character could have. Walter's human, empathetic elements being corrupted
into what many consider villainous aspects are at the core of what makes
Walter such a debated character, an antihero if you will. This paper argued
that if Breaking Bad were viewed from another character's perspective, Walter
would undoubtedly be seen as more of a villain, not too dissimilar to Thanos.
Inversely, if the viewer started the film from Thanos' point of view or were
less accustomed to the heroes throughout Avengers: Infinity War, would Thanos
be seen less as an outright villain with a compelling motivation, to more an
antihero status? After all, if Thanos shares many elements found in Walter
White and is arguably more of a virtuous person than Walter, why wouldn't
he be viewed as more of a morally gray antihero? While Thanos is
unquestionably a madman to an extent (a common loophole to his proposed
solution being that he could wish for double the resources within the
universe), he also never lies, gloats, nor does he hunger for unlimited power
that the stones could unquestionably give him. One of the most vital scenes
in the movie that reveals some of the depth the Russo's iteration of Thanos
holds is found in the scene when he first arrives on his home planet, "Titan,"
in search of one of the stones. Upon his arrival, Doctor Steven Strange, one
of the many heroes we have grown to know throughout the MCU, begins
talking to Thanos. As the two talk further, Thanos, using the power of the
Reality Stone, shows Doctor Strange what Titan used to look like (with it now
being a complete wasteland). Thanos, while showing that Titan used to be a
bustling, prosperous world full of life, explains how he predicted the events
that led to the planet's now ruined state, saying,
Thanos: "…Titan was like most planets. Too many mouths, and not
enough to go around. And when we faced extinction, I offered a
solution.
Doctor Strange: Genocide.
Thanos: But at random, dispassionate, fair to rich and poor alike.
They called me a madman. And what I predicted came to pass.
Doctor Strange: Congratulations. You're a prophet.
Thanos: I'm a survivor.
Doctor Strange: Who wants to murder trillions.
Thanos: With all six stones, I could simply snap my fingers, and they
would all cease to exist. I call that… Mercy.
Doctor Strange: And then what?
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Thanos: I finally rest… And watch the sun rise on a grateful universe.
The hardest choices require the strongest wills" (1:47:05).
This entire interaction was included because it most effectively and succinctly
explains Thanos' character. In this brief interaction, the audience is not only
are told why Thanos acts the way he does, but we see him display genuine
pain and emotion (it helps actually to see watch the scene), in addition to him
displaying humility and incredible arrogance that shows his Messiah Complex
both simultaneously. Throughout this interaction, we learn that Thanos is a
broken character. Thanos went unheard despite warning his planet that they
would face extinction if measures weren't taken to rectify the overpopulation
draining the planet of its resources. Unfortunately, Thanos was right in the
end, and Titan was met with oblivion, leaving Thanos one of if not the only
remaining members of his race. Overpopulation and the dwindling of
resources is a problem scientists have been warning humanity about for years.
While perhaps not as relatable or empathetic as Walter's character to some,
trying to prevent the world from facing extinction from overpopulation is a
motivation virtually no person would be opposed to. Undoubtedly, not as
many people will place themselves in Thanos' shoes as much as they will
Walter due to the latter's monotonous, all-too-relatable life, but then again,
who will make the conscious effort to prevent overpopulation in the first
place? This is where Thanos' Messiah Complex and warped sense of "destiny"
(as he calls it during the film) comes in. Thanos already witnessed no one
taking charge of Titan years ago and now fundamentally believes hardly
anyone has the will to prevent such an event from occurring throughout the
universe. As such, Thanos believes it is his destiny to help the universe and
will defeat any who oppose him in that mission. In fact, during the movie, we
learn that Thanos has already gone to countless planets over the years to put
his theory towards betterment into action. When Thanos' "daughter,"
Gamora, who he took in as his daughter from one of the planets he wiped
out half of the life of, tries to argue against Thanos' logic and reason, this is
what he responds with, saying,
Gamora: "I was a child when you took me.
Thanos: I saved you.
Gamora: No. No. We were happy on my home planet.
Thanos: Going to bed hungry. scrounging for scraps. Your planet
was on the brink of collapse. I'm the one who stopped that. Do you
know what's happened since then? The children born have known
nothing but full bellies and clear skies. It's a paradise.
Gamora: Because you murdered half the planet.
Thanos: A small price to pay for salvation.
Gamora: You're insane.
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Thanos: Little one, it's a simple calculus. This universe is finite, it's
resources finite. If life is left unchecked, life will cease to exist. It
needs correction.
Gamora: You don't know that!
Thanos: I'm the only one who knows that. At least, I'm the only one
with the will to act on it…" (1:06:20).
Again, the reason this entire conversation was included was to fully
illustrate Thanos' warped mind. Thanos' intentions are all altruistic without
selfishness. Compare that to Walter, who, despite saying he was doing what
he did for his family, ultimately confesses to doing it for himself. Thanos is
never revealed to be doing what he's doing as a form of self-aggrandizement
or to feel powerful. Despite his inhumane methods, Thanos, looking at the
universe from a purely statistical lens, sees his ways as justified. Thanos
believes the ends justify the means. Why? Because he has seen what becomes
of planets that don't follow his advice, such as Titan. There is a reason there
are so many analysis videos on the internet with millions of views and
thousands of likes discussing why "Thanos was right" or "Thanos should've
won," and so on. It isn't because these people are promoting genocide or
think it is a reasonable solution to the problems we face in the real world
whatsoever. Instead, it's because at no point in the movie is the cause for
what Thanos is fighting for incorrect.
As has been mentioned several times by now, Walter did it all for
himself, not for any virtuous or upstanding reason. Thanos did what he did
not out of recognition, glory, power, or anything like that. Despite killing half
of the universe resulting in more deaths than anything Walter did, Thanos is
arguably more virtuous than Walter. After all, once Thanos finally gets all of
the Infinity Stones and successfully wipes out half of all life in the MCU,
Thanos, in the movie's final scene, teleports to a calm countryside, sheds his
armor, and simply sits content with what he did. Ending Avengers: Infinity War
with the heroes we have been following essentially losing is already poignant,
but to see what has been described as a genocidal maniac staying true to his
word and simply sitting down to rest after what he feels was his purpose
fulfilled goes to show the type of character Thanos is. Going further with this,
in Avengers: Endgame, we learn that Thanos used the Infinity Stones to destroy
themselves due to them, only leading to "temptation," as Thanos puts it.
Thanos could've ended Avengers: Infinity War laughing, gloating, surrounded by
his army, etc., but he stays true to his word and only uses the stones for what
he viewed as an act of service to the universe. Not wanting to be tempted,
which would sacrifice his character, Thanos uses the stones to destroy the
stones. It was said before that the heroes lost, but Thanos lost as well. To get
the Soul Stone, Thanos had to sacrifice the thing he loved the most in the
world: Gamora. While taking her from her planet years ago was arguably one
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of the few selfish things we know about Thanos doing, with tears in his eyes
(which we learn are for Gamora, not for himself), he sacrifices what he truly
viewed as his daughter. Thanos believed in his cause, his "destiny," so much
that he didn't expect every other being in the universe to lose without losing
as well. If it helped him accomplish his goal, Thanos wouldn't waver. Sure,
Thanos taking Gamora and forcing her to fall to her death is arguably selfish,
but the point is that Thanos is uncompromising in his character and truly
wants to help the universe. As such, if we were to get a film following Thanos
from when he was much younger during the days of a prospering Titan,
would we sympathize and empathize with Thanos more to such an extent
that more people would even view him as a "fallen hero" of sorts? Perhaps
even an antihero? This paper explained above how Walter White became an
antihero for many despite how messed up he became. Applying the same
rationale this paper and audience members applied to Walter, Thanos
displaying similar if not more stereotypical "heroic" elements should land him
in the position of an antihero if only we started the movie and learned of his
backstory through his eyes.
Despite the length this paper went to explain why Walter White and
Thanos are antiheroes and why exactly so many sympathize, empathize, and
somewhat side with such monsters, many will, of course, still categorize the
two broadly as either heroes or villains (most likely the latter). However, just
like real life, the two characters discussed in this paper are gray. They both
have qualities that are present in both heroes and villains alike. Both
characters' motivations are understandable and can be sympathized with to
such an extent that they should shed typical categorization audience members
put characters into. Believe it or not, there are plenty more characters out
there similar to Walter White and Thanos. Adrian Toomes from Spider-Man:
Homecoming, Jack Sparrow from Pirates of the Caribbean, to even a character as
insane as Batman's archnemesis "the Joker" from the 2019 film Joker. Next
time you read a book, watch a tv show, or sit down and take in a movie, open
your mind to characters being able to fall in-between the typical black and
white hero and villain archetypes our brains default to. After all, just like real
life, you may find the character in question to be a bit grayer.
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